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ABSTRACT; 120 second and third grade male and femaleA were administered

a self-esteem inventory. The first and fourth quartiles were selected for

inclusion into either the TV condition, who viewed a video-taped segment

displaying prosocial and aggressive behaviors, or the NoTV condition, who

viewed no such behaviors. S's behaviors were than rated in a 20 minute play

session by a judge who was naive to their esteem level and condition. A

general relationship between self-esteem level, S's sex and modeling from

television was found. After viewing a television segment in which prosocial

and aggressive behaviors are shown, low self-esteem S, regardless of sex, model

the prosocial behaviors more than the aggressive behaviors; high self-esteem

S model the aggressive behaviors. There were no sex differeaces in modeling

prosocial behaviors, but high self-esteem males show more aggressive modeling

than low self-esteem males and all females.



Fro and Antisocial Television Content and Modeling by High

and Low Self-esteem Children

Writing in the Surgeon General's *Wort on Television and Social Behavior)

Liebert and Baron emphasized the importance that individual differences play in

affecting what use children make of their television viewing. They stated,

"It is clear that not all young children will become more aggressive, even

temporarily, as a function of observing aggressive programs.. It is thus important

to determine the antecedents and correlates of such reactions to (televised)

violence. "1 It was the purpose of this study, then, to examine one such important

behavioral antecedent, self-esteem, as it relates to the quality and quantity of

learning that the child experiences as a result of hib television viewing.

That television viewing serves as more than "escape" for children has long

been an accepted part of our knowledge. Experimental and correlational research

on the effects of television viewing on the observers' subsequent behavior has

indicated that television serves an important social utility function
2

and, as

such is used "to compensate f)r abortive or ineffective social relationships

(and) to maintain extant and presumably effective ones."3 If this is the case,

then different children with different psychological needs and characteristics

will react to and use television differently.
4

One such psychological characteristic

is the individual's level of self-esteem, an important determinant of an individual's

behavior and, according to Rosenberg, the major single "anchorage point" to which

new experiences or stimuli are assimilated int" the person's existing frames of

reference.
5

Despite a lack of definite empirical evidence as to the relationship between

the observer's level of self-esteem and his propensity to model the behaviors

he sees on television, there is substantial, if tangential, evidence that suggests

that a low level of self-esteem would indeed be related to greater amounts of

modeling from television. First, low self-esteem individuals are field-dependent,



and as such use concrete environmental cues, such as those that are provided by

ever present and attractive television models, to evaluate new information and they

tend to passively accept and conform to the influence of the prevailing environ-

6
ment or field. Second, low self-esteem individuals are likely to be more susceptible

to both normative and informational social influences in making judgments than high

7

self-esteem individuals. Television models can and do provide such social influences.

Finally, it has been demonstrated that the low self-esteem individual, because of

an apparent heightened responsiveness to reinforcement, will engage in continuing

attempts to be the same as or similar to other people in order to receive that

8
reinforcement. Television provides numerous and attractive models for the low

self-esteem individual to "be the same as," .

Although this research suggests that there can be a direct relationship

between a low level of self-esteem and subsequent modeling from television,

Tasch
9

failed to find any such relationship. Moreover, although they used actual

10
rather than symbolic models, Stotland and Cottrell also failed to find any

evidence for this relationship. This research, however, failed to consider the

suggestions of Rosenbaum, Horne and Chalmers who stressed the need for control

of situational contingencies, and of League and Jackson, who stressed the need for

predetermining the subject's ability to judge the stimuli with which he is presentedi

The present experiment tests the general hypothesis that low self-esteem

children will model more of what they see on television than high self-esteem

children. Unlike past research, efforts, the subjects will have the opportunity to

model any of a number of behaviors, both prosocial and antisocial. BecAuse, if

the low self-esteem individual's increased modeling is a function of his desire

to receive reinforcement or to become "better" in his own eyes and in the eyes

of others, the type of behavior that he is presented with will obviously be crucial

to the quantity and quality of modeling behavior that he will subsequently engage

in. These low self-esteem children, seeking to improve their self-esteem, will turn



to and model the behaviors that they see demonstrated by attractive, successful

and ever present television models, but that modeling will be selective.

Sex differences in modeling behavior should also be noted. Although not

dealing specifically with self-esteem, several researchers have noted that,

in the modeling of aggressive behaviors, males tend to exhibit a greater amount

of such behavior; but, in the modeling of non-aggressive behaviors both males

and females appear to display equal levels of modeling.
12

This notion, that the

individual's sex interacts with the type of behavior presented to the observer,

seems reasonable in that the appropriateness or inappropriateness of modeled

behaviors for the individual is apparently a function of role expectancies and

past reinforcement histories.

Based on the literature which suggests this relationship between self-

esteem and modeling from television, the following specific hypotheses were

developed and tested, predicting an overall interaction between the variables

of sex, self-esteem (high versus low), and viewing condition (television

versus no television):

1. Chihren with low levels of self-esteem will display a significantly greater

amount of imitation of both pro and antisocial behavior from viewing a

television segment than will children with high levels of self-esteem.

2. Because antisocial behaviors prorise them less positive reinforcement, children

with low levels of self-esteem will display a significantly greater amount of,

prosocial modeling behavior, both imitative and non-imitative, than children

with high levels of self-esteem after viewing a television segment.

3. Males and females with comparable self-esteem levels will display relatively

equal amounts of modeling of prosocial behavior, but males will display a

greater amount of antisocial modeling behavior, antisocial behavior being sex-

inappropriate for females, thus promising them less reinforcement.

4. High self-esteem males will display significantly more antisocial behavior than



low self-esteem males; for loW self-esteem males, antisocial behavior is:

more'often associated with punishment and nonreinforcement rather than with

reward.

METHOD

Self-esteem Inventory

A total of 20 items from the elementary form of Gordon's "How I See Myself"

self-rating scale
13

were administered to 120 second and third grade children

aged seven to nine at the Rice Square Public School in Worcescer, Massachusetts.

These items represented the Interpersonal Adequacy and the Physical Appearance

factors of Gordon's scale. The "How I See Myself" scale was designed as a group

administered inventory. However, Ellis14 objected to such impersonally administered

self-rating inventories on the grounds that subjects often attempt to "put their

best foot forward" or often do not completely understand the individual scales.

To guard against such possibilities, each child was interviewed individually, in

a face-to-face format, with the experimenter reading each statement on the

inventory and recording the subject's subsequent responses. Coopersmith and Mann

have both demonstrated the validity of such a procedure in obtaining an accurate

15
assessment of the individual's level of self-esteem.

After the self-esteem scores were tabulated, the first and fourth quartiles

(total 11.60) were chosen as the points below and above which subjects would be

chosen for inclusion into the actual conduct of the experiment.
16

The self-esteem

scores for he high self-esteem subjects ranged from 81 to 92( of 86.1) out of

a maximum score of 100. The scores for the low self-esteem subjects ranged from

30 to 67 of 59.9).

Subjects

The subjects were 33 boys and 27 girls. The 18 male and 12 female self-r.steem

subjects were assigned at random to the Television Model Exposure group (TV) and



to the No Model Exposure group (NoTV). Likewise, the 15 male and 15 female high

self-esteem subjects were randomly assigned to these two conditions.

As Gordon and others have pointed out, young females tend to score higher on

self-esteem inventories than young males. This explains the. unequal number of

males and females in the low self-esteem group. To have created equal cell,

numbers according to sex would have reduced the distinction between high and low

self-esteem for the entirf. sample. That is, if female subjects were added to this

group and male subjects deleted, the self-esteem scores of these additional females

would have been significantly higher than those of the boys that would have been

excluded. As this study's primary independent variable was self-esteem, it was

felt that the benefits of more widely divergent self-esteem levels outweighted the

convenience of having an equal number of subjects per cell.

Experimental and Control Conditions

The 30 subjects in the experimental (TV) condition viewed a 10 minute

video-taped television segment depicting two adult male models engaging in

pro and antisocial behaviors. Each subject was escorted individually from his

classroom to a small room which included a video-tape replay unit, two tables, and

sevetal chairs; The experimenter explained that, as payment for helping with his

project (the initial self-esteem inventory), he had arranged an "extra recess" for

the child. Informing him that there was already someone at "recess," the experimenter

asked the child to sit and watch television while he waited his turn. The experimenter

then busied himself with some paperwork and the child was left to watch television.

At the conclusion of the video -taped segment, the experimenter explained to

the child that he had put "all kinds of tors" in the "recess room." He informed

the subject that he vouid be free to play with any and all of the toys for 20 minutes,

after which a woman (the experimenter's assistant) would come to get him and return

him to his classroom, He Was



fnrthor told that, to keep people iron interraptin,1 him, the window to the

room had been covered by a large mirror (actually a one-way mirror through

which he could be observed and his behavior rated). At the end 6r the 20

minutes, the subject was returned to his clasaroota.

The exact same prooedure-was followed with children in the control

condition. The only difference between the two conditionS was that the

subjects in the control (NoTV) grOup watched an 11 Minute "m6401-1680 film

entitled "Introduction to Feedback" in lieu of the experimental Videe-taped

stimulus.

Experimental Stimulus

The video-taped stimulus shown to the 30 experimental subjects was 47tH

10 minute, black and white program. The show was accompanied by a SyMphony

orchestra version of "The Soroerer16 Apprentice" and opened with the title,

,Pfhe Goony Show." The segment olosed with the words, "The End." The music

and titles were added to give the segMent an air of authenticity.

As theisegMent opened, both adult male models were seated at a table,

one playing with a deck of large cards and the other playing with modeling

clay; then they moved to the blackboard and began to scribble furiously.

They then proceded to tritheir hand at jumping rope and at the Hula Hoop,

After repeated failures, they threw away these toys and began 1;o empty a

waste paper basket and spill a glass of water, throw balls and toys at_each

other, punch and kink the Bobo Doll and hit it with the Hula-Hoop, jt&,p

rope end a plastic baseball bat, and kick around all the toys that were

-within reach. :Men, realizing the mess that they had made, they erased the

black board, wiped up the spilled water, picked-up the papSand'put in



the basket, put all the toys in th'sir proper places, and vat down. One

began 'playinc with a set of building blocks, the other played peacefully

with a bag of plastic army men. Soon, a third person entered the room,

asking them to leave. The first model became irate, began to throw toys

around and then left. The second model arranged his toys neatly on the

table end left quietly.

Response Categories

The experimental room contained a variety of objects and toys, most

of which were present in the television segment. Four general response

categories were established: (1) Imitative prosepial. Any of the peaceful

or prosocial behaviors that were exhibited by the models and subsequently

demonstrated by the subjects were inoluded in'this category. Such behaviors

as picking up paper, wiping the black board clean, pinking up toys, playing

quietly with the cards, clay, blooks or army men, jumping rope and playing

with the Hula HoOp were considered imitative prosocial behaviors. (2)

taitooito. Magazines and other toys, suoh as pick-up-sticks,

wore Provided. Quiet play with any of the toys or materials that did not

appear'in the television segment were classified as nonimitative prosioial

behaviors. (3) ri etiv6 agGression. Any of the aggressive or destructive

behaviors that were exhibited by the models and subsequently demonstrated by

the subjects, including such behaviors as spilling the water or waste paper

basket, scribbling of the black board, kicking and punching the Bobo Doll,'

throwing toys around the room and so on, were classified as imitative aggres-

sion. (4) -Nonimita e agAresslon. Several toys, such as-a rifle, pistol

and handheld "putich were in the experimental room, The aggressive



use'of these toys and other toys and materials in the room that wore not

displayed in the segment, yet were displayed by the subjects, were classified

as nonimitative aggressive behaviors.

Each subject spent 20 minutes in the test room while his behavior was

rated in terms of the four predetermined response categories (a fifth, "no

response," was also provided) by a specially trained naive (to the experiment's

conditions) judge wh)observed the child through a one way mirror in an adjoining

observation room. The 20 minute session was divided into 5 second intervals by

means of a tape recorded message designed to indicate these intervals. This yielded

a total number of 240 response units for each subject. Each response unit was

scored according to the type of behavior exhibited by the: subject in that 5 second

interval. In order to eliminate the possibility of variations in behavior due

to the placement of the toys and objects, a set arrangement of these materials

was used for all subjects.

RESULTS

To analyze the results, a factorial:analysis of variance was performed

using three factors: the subject's sex (male or feMale), level of self.esteent

(high of log) and condition (TV or NoTV). Seven dependent variables were

analyzed: (1) Imitative aggression; (2) Nonimitative aggression;

modeled aggression (the sum of 1 and 2); (4) Imitative prosocial; Nonimitative

prosocial; (6) Total modeled prosocial (the sum of 4 and 5); and, (7) Total

imitation (the sum of 1 and 4),

When P values were significant at the .05 level of confidence, t.tests for

_differences between several means were used to make comparisplia among thejndividual

means-to identify Significant differences. The .05 level-of significance was again

used. -

Before=-the actual analyaie_Of the AtaS vas-begun, an P maxe'teat=for hoMo-

geneity cskiParlantec'-indicatta than dateviolated=the homogeneity aasuOtion.
4 k
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To deal vith this situation, the scores were transformed to achieve homogeneity

via the transformation KiT (where y is the transfotme,d score and x the original

raw score). F Max. tests then revealed homogeneity of variance!; with the transformed

scores.

Imltative Aggression

The analysis of variance fot imitative aggression revealed a significant,

second-order interaction effect between the three independent measures of

self-esteem, sex and condition (F=6.62, p<025). T-tests for differences between

several means (Table 1) indicated that the TV- high -male group displayecisig-

nificantly more imitative aggression than any of the other groups. Also, the

NoTV-low-male group showed significantly more imitative aggression than the TV-

low-male group.

Nonimitative Aggression

Analysis of variance for malimitative aggression Showed no signific.-ant main:

or interaction effects, (Table 1)

Total Modeled Aggression

Analysis of variance revealed a significant second Order interaction effect

for total modeled aggtession, sex X esteem X Condition (F=5.27 p<05). T-tests

revealed that the TV-high-male group displayed significantly more total modeled

aggression than the NoTV-high-male, TV-high-female, NoTV-high-female, TV-low-male,

TV-low-female and NoTV-low-female groups. Also, NoTV-low-male showed significantly

more modelt.d aggression than the TV-low-male, TV-high-female and TV-low-female cond-

itipns (Table 1). ;he pattern is similar to that found for the imitative aggression

measure.

Imitative Prosocial
.

Analysis of variance for imitative-prosocial behavior showed-a-significant

'fi-rst order interaction effectl-esttem X condition (F'.0.30,-P<P0)-k T-- tests for



diff4reriCei b tWeett the combined esteem /condition means revealed that,-thd`TV0164/-

grout) showed significantly more imitative prosot;ial beiiivior than either the

TV -high, NoTVhish or NoTV.,:low groups (Table 2).

Nonimitative Prosocial

Analysis of variance for the nonimitatiVe prosociti measure revealed no

significant main or interaction effeCts (Table- 1'.

Total liodeled prosociai

Analysis of variance- for the total modeled prosocial measure revealed a-
.

significant fiest-order-interaction between esteem and condition ,(Pa10,47;_'

p<004). T-tests for differences between ,the' combined esteem /condition means-,

showed-TV-high engaging in significantly less modeled prosocial behavior than'

TVlow or NoTV-high; and,- TV-low showed eignificantly_mere-of thip.p_rOsocial;

behaVior than NoTV-low.

Total-Tmitation_

Analysis of variance for the total imitation measure revealed A significant

second order interaction effeCts sex X esteem X-condition ,(V07.30-, 'p<001).

T- test for -'differences emus the _eight group means allowed tha TV.high female

group exhibited significantly less -total imitation than the_ olkft.

TV-kowmale and V/- low -male groups. !Aisot-TV.I.ow--femalerand'TVlOW7;Malitt

displayed significantly more total' imitation "than, the -NoTV-high=rnale*,' TV»high-mAla-

..and.NoTvAigh.feniale,groupel-while..TVA.owmalii:showed_aignifidently..toreltOtal:L:'.,..

imitation 'Ihein- the NoTV, loW, female- and NoTV lOW-elal groups -,(Table;' i) Thee

reaulte-lend'filitheir support to the basio4dea'thalti'there-ia- a relationOte-between

---ielf4steeit and imitation.

i)'Is(uOrM

the -1ev

114-eiia



'interaction between esteem and condition was found for the imitative prosocidl

measures. In terms of total imitation, the same pattern emerged. The low

Golf- esteem male and female subject§ who saw the television segment showed

significantly more imitation than the high self-esteem males and females who

saw it, as wellsao more than the subjects in the NoTV_groups. -The imitative-

aggression Measure, however,. did not-follow the predittelpattern.' In this

case, the, high self-esteem males Who saw the television segment stowed significantlY,

_Jove imitative aggression than the other groUpi, 'his would Appear to,run'd*nter--

to the hypothesis, bUt, as'the results suggest, the'relationShiP.between-sei,f-

--esteem and imitation depends,notonly,onself...esteemclavelO?dt,on-therein6irci-

_mont'that can: be expected fotrthat imitation.- The-maalm_ra ProtOcial:And4otal

imitation show that the Vol self.iestearn siibjeott did indeed-iiitate-to.4 greater:

,extent then_did;the high self esteem subjects, but in:-Iight-ef theqindings-fer;

-thelmitative-=aggression measurethey also'suggest that'this imitation fs4uite

selective,. Indeed, the. low self-esteem males who saw the segment engaged' in less-

; imitative aggrasSion than did those" low seltfteitOemiale SmbjectSwho died not.

In other words,- after watching the segment, thisgrouPshewedless imitative

aggression-than those who did not-See it.

The second hypothesis, that 10w self-esteem subj4cts VOld'display signffieantly

greater amounts of prosocial modeling behaVior,,both imitative and nonimitative;

than children with high levels of self-esteem vas-oleorlY confirmed., -ThoSejew:,

self.esteem subjects who saw the television_segment, regardless of their sex,

-----thowed'itighificfintly-tore-imitative-prosocial behavior than-these-high-in self- -----

esteem that-also saw the-segment and both high and low self -esteem subjeCts-00

did-net-sec it As ilresultiof 'viewing the-segment, then,- these sujects'showed

muth'wore-imitative presoCial behaVier than'theimiihthAVe '45tharWisai'and

WthAitei s-elt4iEeem who sawihe-tiagViiien'tAgment.' The'6541

modAliOrcdodialeaSUre-0'incorkratint:bilithq0iifitiOt-4WA'WonimitaiiVA-1;reslidial'

-1;ih*btl, 6-640trolia,eitaft6.



Also.in torms of total modeled prosocial behavior, the low self-esteem

subjects who saw the segment showed significantly more prosocial, behavior

than the low self-esteem subjects who did not see it. Therefore, it cannot

be argued that the total modeled prosocial behavior was simply a function

of a low level of self-esteem. Rather, self-esteem level interacted with the TV

or NoTV conditions. There was no difference in the amount of total modeled

prosocial behavior between high and low self-esteem subjects who did not see the

program; the increased amount of total modeled prosocial behavior apparently

depended not only on the subject's level of self-esteem, but whether he or she

was presented with prosocial behaviors suitable for modeling.

It was hypothesized that the low self-esteem group would engage in significantly

more nonimitative prosocial behavior than the high self-esteem group. However,

-there were no differences between the groups. A tendency in the direction of the

hypothesis was noted (and is represented in the total modeled prosocial measure),

but there were no Significant differences between high and low self-esteem. This may

have,been the result of any one or all of the following factors, The self-

esteem individuals engaged in imitative prosocial behavior to such an,extent that

there was little opportunity in the short twenty minute time period to engage in;

nonimitative prosocial behaviors. Another possibility is that, when presented

with a choice of the two behavioral alternatives, imitative or nonimitative pro-

social behavior, the low self-esteem child chose to "play it safe" and select

the imitative behaviors, for he has seen them displayed by the television models,

and as -such they promise him's greater probability of receiving reinforcement or

reward,

'The third'hypothesis-tested was that-Malea and-females with eomparable-eelf-

esteem levels resold display relatively -equal amounts'of_modeling'of'proSoefai'

behavior, b-t beya-mtifid-ditpliy S'grester amount of-antitedial'Medeling-behirAer.



This hypothesis was strongly:Supported. As prediCted, there were no male/female

differences in .tither imitative, nonimitative or total modeled prosocial behevior.

The differences thatididiappeat within theSe measures were across sex; that is, the

subject's sex was not a deterMining factor in any prosecial behevior subseqUent,to:

ifieWing.theiegment. Aka, as predicted, there were signifiCant differenees

betWeen male endjemele subjects' antisocial behavior SObseque# to viewing the

televitien segment. Both the imitative and total modeled aggressien measures showed

significant interaction between esteem level, TV or NoTV condition and sex. That

is, the subject's sex was an import:ant determinant in displayed antisocial behavior

subsequent to viewing the segment.

In terms of imitative aggression, the high self-esteem male subjects that

saw the program displied significantly more antisocial behavior than any-of

the other groups. This is as predicted. Yet, the hypothesis also suggests that

low self-esteem boys would show more imitative aggression than low'Self-esteem

girls. This was not the case, as there was no significant difference in imitative

aggression between the two sexesAt the low self-esteem level=. This is easily

explained in light of the second hypothesis which predicted that tow self-esteem

subjects, regardless of sex, would (and did) model the prosecial rather thin this

antisocial behaviors shown in the segment. This also implies that at least for

these subjects in this experiment, the effect oi self-esteem was somewhat more

influential in deciding behavior after viewing the segment than was the effect of

sex, under conditions where both pro and antisocial behaviors were shown together.

The results for the total modeled aggression measure also supported this

hypothesis.

The fourth hypothesis-tested was that high self-esteem males would display_

significantly more aggressive` behavior than low self-esteem Metes after viewing

theteleviion segment. It-was Supported. As already stated,-high Self-esteem

males whit viewed: the' showed signifieintly-more-liMititive'aggre-660s'thAn

atiyef the other-gratips,'ititibding-71fie' IOW Ailf-d-Stift sawethe-sdkkehti
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These same high self - esteem males who saw the program showed significantly more

total modeled aggression than the low self-esteem males who also saw it. In

addition, low self-esteem male subjects who saw the segment showed significantly

.less total aggression than low self-esteem males who did not see the segment.

This:imPlies that not only will high self-esteem miles show more antisocial

behavior:than low self-esteem males subsequent to viewing a program of this type,

but ow Self-esteem males who see the program, containing both aggressive and

prosocial behaviors, will show less total modeled aggression (and therefore more

prosocial behavior) than low self-esteem males who-do not see such a program.

Based,on the hypotheses and subsequent findings of this study, a general

relationship between self-esteem and modeling from television clearly emerges.

The low self-esteem individual will model more of the prosocial behaviors than

the aggressive behaviors that he sees on television. Moreover, he Will do this

to a greater extent than high solf.esteem individuals. High self- esteem'males

tend to model the aggr.essive behaviors they see presented on teleiviaon to a

significantly greater degree than females or low self-esteem males. Sex

differences in modeling are only present with regard to_aggressive'behaViorj females

showed little such modeling in comparison to males after suing the television

segment. Sex and self- esteem, in conjunction with the types-of 4haviore presented -

by the television models, serve as reliable predictors of subsequent anti and

prosocial behavior.

This study leaves one important question manswered. It has been_demonstrated

,

here and elsewhere that certain children will model the'prosocial-behavioes that

they see presented on tplevision.
17

But what if there are few prosooial behaviors

to be-seen? Tailing thii studyii findings as-indieative-pf what really happens'iii *lug

television-viewIng,'it Might-be argUe'd-thafl.ew belf-isteeM

-ignore-the- aggressive behaViers-thatcthey the

case. :TW1O0-ielfhestocmchildran'ih'tWeReiimenelititii.eirthe'aggeesi1Ve

bei441.6ra"Paihapa'beCatiSe'thcP4:fiehaViore-wretelii6senfiA "610t6141.6-

or -1,- -l.A tM 4.. Ir. 0,01..11.44-1. 11- .4 *I. -
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of behaviors that promised greater reward and reinforcement---prosocial behavior,

As Gerbner has documented, however, actual television viewing seldom provides

such an alternative.
V4

Moreover, as Corbyter has also shown, television usually

shows aggression as being rewarded. The low self-esteem child selOcs the

reward that certain behaviors offer, not any inherent satisfaction from that

behavior. His life experience tells him that prosocial behaviors lead to

reinforcement, so when offered these behaviors for modeling, he accepts them into

his behavioral repetory, Actual television, on the other hand, may tell him

something very different, It may tell him that status and success are the

rewards for-aggression. The child is not offered a choice-of'behavioriwith

=freedom to choose those behaviors that will best meet his needs; Instead, he

is generally offered one class of behaviors and shown that these aggroodive

behaviors will be rewarded, Clearly; furtter research is-needed to examiner

the effects of programming that does not offer prosocial alternatives to

children with varying self-esteem levels._
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